This research investigates how choice-process satisfaction is influenced by limitation of choice option and by the types of features used to represent the options. Studies of choice satisfaction have focused on how satisfied the decision maker feels about the choice that has been made and have overlooked the importance of the process through which the decision maker makes a choice, i.e., choice-process satisfaction. We show that the comparability of choice options through alignable features increases choice-process satisfaction, whereas option limitation (i.e., making one option unavailable from a set of equally attractive options) decreases choice-process satisfaction. Further, this decrease in satisfaction, relative to all options being available, occurs for people who are given a set of options in which the difference features are alignable (i.e., differences of a corresponding dimension) but not for people who are given a set of options in which the difference features are nonalignable (i.e., differences of unique dimensions). We propose that alignable differences are easier to compare and have more weight in people's attribute processing, and thus give rise to a perception of a greater amount of information about the option set that is relevant for choice.
INTRODUCTION
The issue of decision satisfaction is an important topic that has received scant attention in psychology and decision research. The few works that exist on this topic have focused either on the analysis of satisfaction in terms of postchoice dissonance reduction (Festinger, 1957) or more recently on the postchoice evaluations of a decision that produces conflicting feelings of satisfaction or regret (Houston, Sherman, & Baker, 1991) . Decision satisfaction, in these works, refers to the level of feelings of satisfaction or regret regarding the chosen alternative or rejected alternative. Satisfaction, therefore, is associated only with the decision about the outcome choice. The current research expands the study of decision satisfaction by focusing on the decision process itself rather than the choice outcome. The research attempts to isolate factors that may influence decision-process satisfaction and proposes a mechanism that accounts for the main and interactive effects of these factors.
The process through which a decision or choice is made constitutes an important aspect of decision satisfaction. People's affective experience of the decision process can be influenced by variables that shape the situation in which the decision occurs. For example, people can find themselves in a situation in which one of the choice options they are comparing is not available (e.g., the display shoe is out of stock in a shoe store). If a choice is required, they must therefore make a selection from the remaining options. Compared with a situation in which all the choice options are available, the former situation should make people feel that the "option to choose" is restricted, even when the unavailable option would not be their ultimate choice. Thus, they may be less satisfied with the experience of making a choice (e.g., Brehm, 1966) . Researchers in legal and organizational justice domains have devoted considerable energy to the subject of procedural justice-perceived fairness of the justice process itself, independent of the outcome of the deliberation (Sheppard, Lewicki, & Minton, 1992; Thibault & Walker, 1975) . We draw an analogy to the choice domain and examine decision makers' satisfaction with the decision process rather than the choice outcome, henceforth choice-process satisfaction.
The degree of satisfaction with the choice process is an important topic for investigation for both theoretical and practical purposes. Choice-process satisfaction may affect willingness to shop at a store at which the choice was made. For example, unsatisfactory experience with the choice process, such as unavailability of certain choice options, can generate significant customer complaints (e.g., Andersen Consulting, 1996; Hess & Gersner, 1987) . Furthermore, customers are found to be generally more satisfied, which implies a higher likelihood of repurchase, when they are given quality and reliability information about the choice options during their decision processes (Westbrook, Newman, & Taylor, 1978) . More importantly, understanding what factors contribute to choice-process satisfaction may further illuminate the relation between comparison processes and postdecisional affective response in general. For example, Houston et al. (1991) provide evidence supporting a negative relationship between prechoice conflict due to the features of the alternatives and postchoice satisfaction. They demonstrate that alternatives with unique bad features generate conflicts and vacillation between alternatives. Once a choice is made, choice satisfaction is greater when the comparison and processing focus is on the rejected alternative (vs the accepted alternative). This occurs because if the rejected alternative is focused on, its unique bad features will become especially apparent, and the unique bad features of the accepted alternative will be neglected (see Tversky, 1977) . In contrast, if the processing focus is on the accepted alternative (vs the rejected alternative), choice satisfaction is lower because its unique bad features will be especially apparent, and the unique bad features of the rejected alternative will be neglected.
The results of Houston et al. (1991) suggest that the way choice options are represented (e.g., via features) and the comparison process is conducted (e.g., which option is the focus of attention or how options are processed) may also play an important role in choice-process satisfaction. In this research we treat choice-process satisfaction as a dependent measure and examine how option limitation and option information-particularly the alignability and ease of comparison of the information-affect satisfaction with the choice process. We show that option limitation (i.e., making one option unavailable from a set of equally attractive options) decreases choice-process satisfaction, whereas the comparability of choice options through alignable features increases satisfaction. These two factors also interact to influence the choice-process satisfaction. Decreases in satisfaction due to option limitation, relative to all options being available, occur for people who are given a set of options in which the difference features are alignable (i.e., differences of a corresponding dimension; see Markman & Gentner, 1993) but not for people who are given a set of options in which the difference features are nonalignable (i.e., differences of unique dimensions). We propose that alignable differences are easier to compare and carry more weight in people's attribute processing, and thus give rise to a perception of a greater amount of information about the option set that is relevant for choice. Making an option unavailable in this case would have a bigger impact than in a situation in which all options have nonalignable differences. Nonalignable differences are difficult to process and are likely to make people less aware that there is much information about the options that is relevant for decision making. When people are less aware that there is much relevant information, they will be less capable of knowing the value of the available options as well as that of the limited option. As a result, people are likely to be less satisfied overall, and whether or not a limitation occurs will not make much of a difference. In the following sections, we briefly review the relevant research on option limitation and comparison-based decision making. We then present four experiments to demonstrate the main effects of feature alignability and option limitation, their interaction on choice-process satisfaction (Experiments 1 and 3), and the underlying determinants of these effects, such as ease of comparison and perceived amount of option information (Experiments 2 and 3). Finally (in Experiment 4), we show that processes conducive to feature processing and an awareness of the amount of information about the options (i.e., increasing people's processing ability through consideration set formation) will enhance choice-process satisfaction even when features of the options are not easy to compare.
Option Limitation
The phenomenon of option limitation has been only indirectly dealt with in the choice literature. Farquhar and Pratkanis (1987) and Pratkanis and Farquhar (1992) , for example, investigate the impact of "phantom" alternatives, i.e., unavailable options, on choice probabilities. While traditional models of individual choice assume that the addition of an unavailable alternative to a choice set will have no impact on the ratios of choice probabilities among the original alternatives (Luce, 1959) , Farquhar and Pratkanis demonstrate cases in which the assumption is violated. They show that an unavailable alternative has potential contrast and attribute importance effects and thus influences the choice probabilities of the original alternatives. While this research suggests that the unavailability of an option can affect preference for options in the set, our interest is in how unavailability of an option may affect the decision maker's experience of making a choice.
In his theory of psychological reactance, Brehm (1966) suggests that decision makers' reaction to a limitation of a choice option will vary in proportion to the importance of the option. For example, reaction to the limitation of a choice option is greater as preference for the alternative, as well as the importance of the alternative, increases (e.g., an automobile vs a toaster). Though important, Brehm's suggestion does not directly deal with decision makers' reaction toward the experience of having a choice option limited while holding desirability of the choice options constant. In order to assess choice-process satisfaction, we create a set of equally attractive choice options and test the presence and absence of option limitation on decision makers' satisfaction with the choice experience. Under these conditions, we expect that people's choice-process satisfaction will be greater when all the options are available versus when an option is limited.
Underlying the above-mentioned studies of unavailable options is the important assumption that people process attribute information for each option, which enables them to assess the options and to be influenced by the unavailability of a choice option. Next we discuss how representation of sets of choice options may influence the processing of options and choice-process satisfaction.
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Comparison and Feature Alignability
Comparison processes play a fundamental role in judgment and choice. Research on attribute-based evaluation (Sanbonmatsu, Kardes, & Gibson, 1991) and on similarity and comparison suggests that processing of options favor comparable features over noncomparable features, also known as alignable differences and nonalignable differences (see Gentner, 1983 Gentner, , 1989 Markman & Gentner 1993 , for comparison process as an alignment of hierarchical relational structures).
A comparison of two items, X and Y, is not just a straightforward matter of comparing all of the attributes or features of X with all of those of Y (Tversky, 1977) . Studies have shown that features that are unique to the comparing item (e.g., X) tend to be highlighted over the unique features of the item being compared to (e.g., Y): the so-called direction-of-comparison effect (e.g., Houston, Sherman, & Baker, 1989 Tversky, 1977; Tversky & Gati, 1982) . Of particular importance was the finding that directional effects in preference judgments depend on the nature of the features involved in the comparison process (Sanbonmatsu, Kardes, & Gibson, 1991) . This effect was observed when the features of two options were from different dimensions-unique or nonalignable (e.g., "low level of sodium" vs "large-sized corn")-but not when the features occupied different points on the same dimension-features that are alignable (e.g., "large-sized corn" vs "medium-sized corn"). This suggests that feature-based comparisons may be characterized by a search of the items under comparison for alignable features rather than for nonalignable features. In other words, the kinds of features of which options are composed may affect feature-based processing and the perceived information of the options.
Significant evidence exists for the distinction between alignable and nonalignable differences in comparisons and their differential effects in cognitive tasks. In particular, alignable differences are given more weight in similarity comparisons than are nonalignable differences, they are listed more often than are nonalignable differences, and they are more likely to appear as justifications for decisions than are nonalignable differences (Gentner & Markman, 1994; Markman & Gentner, 1996; . More importantly, choice options represented by alignable differences vs nonalignable differences can lead to significantly different patterns of preference judgments for the options. In Zhang and Markman (1998) , alignable differences of the choice options are recalled better than nonalignable differences, and alignable differences rather than nonalignble differences serve as input for preference construction.
With respect to choice-process satisfaction, we suggest that alignable differences, relative to nonalignable differences, facilitate the comparison process and choice-process experience. By focusing on alignable differences, the alignment process ensures that all choice options have a comparable representation. Further, alignable differences are easier to process and evaluate than nonalignable differences. These properties are likely to increase people's satisfac-tion experience when they choose from a set of options with alignable differences rather than nonalignable differences.
Moreover, the comparability or ease of comparison of alignable differences may allow them to receive more attention and elaboration. During comparison of choice options, participants are found to attend more to features that are alignable rather than nonalignable (e.g., Slovic & MacPhillamy, 1974) . Thus, alignable differences are likely to be processed more completely than nonalignable differences. The comparability of alignable features may also enhance the perceived amount of information of options and the relevance of alignable features for decision making, because differences on a common dimension serve as better judgment cues than do nonalignable features. Because of these reasons, people are likely to feel less satisfied with the choice process when they experience a psychological loss of perceived relevant information through a choice option limitation relative to a situation in which all options are available. In contrast, nonalignable features are harder to process and may suggest omission of information (Sanbonmatsu, Kardes, & Herr, 1992; Sanbomatsu, Kardes, Posavac, & Houghton, 1997) . The presence of features in one item and the absence of the same features in the other item may be perceived as offering a smaller amount of the total possible information of the options. Thus, nonalignable differences are likely to be processed less completely and to be perceived as less relevant for decision making in comparison to alignable differences. When people are not aware that there is much relevant information, they may not feel capable of judging the options. In this situation, choice options represented by nonalignable differences will make people feel less satisfied with the decision-making process regardless of choice limitation situation.
In sum, we predict that choice-process satisfaction will be greater when options are represented by alignable features than when they are represented by nonalignable features, and when all options are available than when an option is limited. Moreover, we predict that choice-process satisfaction will depend upon an interaction between the types of difference features used to represent the options in the choice set and the presence of an option limitation. For alignable-difference options, satisfaction should be less when one of the options is limited rather than when all options are available. For nonalignabledifference options, satisfaction should not differ significantly when one of the options is limited or when all the options are available. Next, we present four experiments to test these hypotheses.
EXPERIMENT 1
Method
Subjects. One hundred eighty-seven undergraduate students from the UCLA community participated in the study in exchange for a payment of $5. Participants reported to an auditorium and were assigned randomly to conditions by receiving different booklets. Table 1 . Two sets of three brands were constructed. All brands had nine attributes. Four of these attributes were commonalities, while the remaining five attributes were differences. One set of three brands had alignable differences (we refer to this as the alignable condition), while the other set of three brands had nonalignable differences (we refer to this as the nonalignable condition). One brand, Brand C in Table 1 , was identical across the two alignability conditions. Attributes chosen for each type of feature difference (i.e., commonalities, alignable differences, and nonalignable differences) were randomly drawn from a list of attributes.
Stimuli. Attribute descriptions are shown in
Before the main study, an independent pool of 46 subjects took part in a pretest to provide attribute ratings. The attributes were rated on a semantic differential scale with endpoints 1 for "extremely bad" and 9 for "extremely good." Attributes of the brands were designed such that the three brands in each condition were approximately equal in terms of desirability. Ratings in each condition were as follows: A ϭ 6.02, B ϭ 6.05, C ϭ 6.12, F Ͻ 1 in the alignable condition, and A ϭ 5.93, B ϭ 5.89, C ϭ 6.12, F Ͻ 2 in the nonalignable condition.
Design. The design is a 2 (Difference Type: alignable difference, nonalignable difference) ϫ 2 (Availability: all options available, one option not available) between-subjects design. Half of the participants saw the brands in the alignable set; the other half saw the brands in the nonalignable set. The three brands were presented on the same sheet of paper, with order of brands from left to right counterbalanced between subjects. Procedure. Each participant received a booklet and was told to follow the instructions closely. Instructions on the front page explained that this was a grocery study about choosing brands of microwave popcorn. Participants were told to imagine that they were interested in purchasing microwave popcorn and that they were standing in a supermarket aisle and examining brands of popcorn. On the following page, they received attribute descriptions about three brands-Brand A, Brand B, and Brand C, either the alignable set or the nonalignable set. For half of the participants, one of the three brands (Brand C) had a "tag" pasted over it which read "Sold Out." For the other half of the participants, all three brands were available. Participants were asked, of the brands available to them, which would they choose. On the following page, participants completed a series of questions designed to measure their satisfaction with the decision process (Fitzsimons, Greenleaf, & Lehmann, 1997) . These items were as follows (all items have endpoints 1 ϭ strongly agree, 10 ϭ strongly disagree, unless otherwise noted): (1) I found the process of deciding which product to buy frustrating; (2) Several good options were available for me to choose between; (3) How satisfied or dissatisfied are you with your experience of deciding which product option to choose? (endpoints 1 ϭ extremely satisfied, 10 ϭ extremely dissatisfied); (4) I thought the choice selection was good; (5) I would be happy to choose from the same set of product options on my next purchase occasion; and (6) I found the process of deciding which product to buy interesting. Finally, participants were debriefed.
Results
A choice-process satisfaction index was constructed by averaging the six items (Cronbach's ␣ ϭ 0.82). In addition to the reported six-item composite measure, we also computed a three-item general satisfaction measure (Items 1, 3, and 6) and found no substantial differences between the full six-item and the three-item composite measures. Thus we report only the six-item measure. The index range was from 1 to 10, with higher numbers indicating greater levels of satisfaction. The mean levels of satisfaction ranged across conditions from a high of 6.4 to a low of 5.2 and are shown in Fig. 1 . The choice share data were almost equally distributed among the brands in each condition, conforming to our stimuli set-up that each brand should be equally attractive (nonalignable/C unavailable: A ϭ 49%, B ϭ 51%; nonalignable/available: A ϭ 33.3%, B ϭ 31.1%, C ϭ 35.6%; alignable/C unavailable: A ϭ 53.3%, B ϭ 46.7%; alignable/available A ϭ 34.8%, B ϭ 28.3%, C ϭ 37%). The fact that brand C was not chosen more often than the other brands in the available conditions suggests that the differential effect of satisfaction between alignability conditions in Fig. 1 is not contingent upon the choice of brand C.
A 2 ϫ 2 between-subjects ANOVA was performed on the choice-process satisfaction scores with factors (i) Difference Type and (ii) Availability. The omnibus model was significant, F(3, 183) ϭ 6.48, p Ͻ .01, as were the main effects of availability F(1, 183) ϭ 5.73, p Ͻ .05, and difference type, F(1, 183) ϭ 9.32, p Ͻ .01. The main effect of availability showed significantly lower levels of satisfaction for participants who had their choice sets restricted by receiving an unavailable option. The main effect of difference type demonstrated significantly higher levels of satisfaction for participants who chose from sets that had alignable differences (venus nonalignable attributes). The analysis also revealed a two-way interaction between availability and difference type, F(1, 183) ϭ 4.19, p Ͻ .05. As predicted, a planned contrast between conditions showed that there was a significant decrease in choice-process satisfaction due to the presence of an unavailable option for the alignable condition but not for the nonalignable condition. In the alignable condition, mean satisfaction decreased from 6.40 to 5.47 due to limitation, F(1, 183) ϭ 9.85, p Ͻ .01. In the nonalignable condition, satisfaction ratings were approximately equal between those who received an unavailable option and those who did not, M ϭ 5.21 versus M ϭ 5.29, F(1, 183) Ͻ 1. Finally, satisfaction was significantly higher in the alignable condition than in the nonalignable condition when all options were available (M ϭ 6.40 vs M ϭ 5.29), F(1, 183) ϭ 12.80, p Ͻ .01.
Discussion
The findings conform to our expectations. First, people like the availability of options in the choice set. This is intuitive and easy to understand. Second, participants who are given alignable difference options show more satisfaction than those who are given the nonalignable difference options. Alignable differences, as suggested earlier, often serve as heuristic dimensions for decision making and are easier to process, relative to nonalignable differences. As a result, processing alignable-difference options is a relatively more pleasant experience. The interesting result is that participants' satisfaction with the choice process was significantly lower when an option was limited than when all options were available for the choice set of alignable-difference options; however, this contrast is absent for the nonalignable-difference options (i.e., satisfaction is low regardless of option limitation).
We have suggested that alignable difference options would allow participants to engage in easier comparison and more complete processing of option information and to have a perception of more attribute information available and relevant for choice than do nonalignable difference options. It was our assumption that when people (in the alignable condition) feel an ease of comparison they will have a pleasant experience during the choice process. In addition, when people (in the alignable condition) are more aware that they are processing information perceived to be relevant for decision making and are capable of judging options, losing one of the options will make them feel less satisfied about the decision process than people (in the nonalignable condition) who are less aware that there is much information relevant for choice to begin with. However, whether people indeed feel the ease of comparison and perceive more attribute information about the options needs to be empirically verified. Experiment 2 was conducted to examine whether, in a decision-making context, participants had the subjective experience that the comparison process was easier and that they were attending to more information of options for choice when they were processing alignable differences than when they were processing nonalignable differences. Experiment 3 varies the ease of comparison to increase the ability to process attribute information. It replicates Experiment 1 and demonstrates that enhanced ease of comparison leads people to feel more satisfied about their choice process relative to a baseline ease of comparison as well as relative to a reduced ease of comparison.
EXPERIMENT 2
Method
Thirty-six students from a class at UCLA were shown the same sets of options as in Experiment 1, the alignable difference option set or the nonalignable difference option set (without being given the option limitation information). The participants were told to consider making a choice from one of the option sets and then to provide responses to the dependent measures for ease of comparison and perceived amount of information of options. Ease of comparison was measured on a 9-point scale: In general, you find that comparing these brands and their attribute description seems (not at all easy-very easy). Perceived amount of information was measured on two 9-point scales: In general, you find that the amount of information provided about each brand for decision making seems (a little-a lot); in general, you find that the information provided about each brand seems (not at all complete-very complete).
Results and Discussion
The results are shown in Fig. 2. A t test performed on the ratings of ease of comparison revealed a significant difference between the groups, t(34) ϭ 3.49, p Ͻ .01. Participants presented with alignable-difference options perceived it to be easier to compare the attribute descriptions than did participants who were presented with nonalignable-difference options (M ϭ 5.93 vs M ϭ 3.75). Moreover, a t test also revealed a significant effect of alignability on the perceived amount of information about the options (an index averaging the two items about information is used, corr ϭ 0.62, p Ͻ .001). Participants in the alignable difference condition perceived significantly more information relevant for choice than did those in the nonalignable difference condition (M ϭ 6.68 vs M ϭ 4.90), t(34) ϭ 3.46, p Ͻ .01. Our contention is that alignable difference options are easier to compare and are perceived to offer more option information than nonalignable difference options (corr (ease of comparison, amount of information) ϭ 0.41, p Ͻ .05). The results of this experiment support this contention.
In our stimuli construction (which uses nine attributes for each option), ease of comparison can be thought of as a combination of feature alignablity and commonalties for choice options. For example, with the total number of attributes as well as the number of commonalities kept constant, the use of alignable (vs nonalignable) differences should result in greater ease of comparison. In addition, when the number of alignable differences is held constant, an increase in the number of commonalties should result in easier comparison (see Gentner & Markman, 1994 , on relation between commonalities and similarity). Earlier we reasoned that ease of comparison increases the ability to process attribute information. Assuming that ease of comparison also facilitates participants to perceive that there is a greater amount of information available for choice, we expect participants to experience an overall higher choice-process satisfaction when the level of ease of comparison is enhanced. Upon the removal of a choice option, i.e., information, participants' level of choice-process satisfaction should significantly decrease relative to no option limitation.
In the next experiment, we manipulate the level of ease of comparison. Relative to a set of baseline options that have three commonalities and six alignable differences, we enhance the level of ease of comparison by increasing the number of commonalities and simultaneously reducing the number of alignable differences-six commonalities and three alignable differences. Conversely, relative to the same baseline options, we decrease the level of ease of comparison by keeping the same number of commonalities but substituting nonalignable differences-three commonalities and six nonalignable differences. The predictions are as follows: (1) The overall satisfaction with the decision process should be higher for the participants in the enhanced-easeof-comparison condition than in the baseline and reduced-ease conditions, and (2) participants should feel less satisfied facing an option limitation relative to no option limitation, in both the baseline and enhanced-ease-of-comparison conditions (i.e., the alignable-differences conditions); however, there should be no such difference in the reduced-ease-of-comparison condition (i.e., the nonalignable-differences condition).
EXPERIMENT 3
Method
Subjects. One hundred five undergraduate students from the UCLA community took part in this experiment in exchange for a payment of $5. They came to an auditorium and were randomly assigned to experimental conditions. Stimuli. Three sets of three fictitious brands each were constructed, the reduced-ease-of-comparison nonalignable set (henceforth reduced-ease), the baseline-ease-of-comparison alignable set (henceforth, baseline-ease), and the enhanced-ease-of-comparison alignable set (henceforth enhanced-ease), as shown in Table 2A and 2B. Each brand had nine attributes in total. The reduced-ease and baseline-ease sets had brands that were constructed with Note. Commonalities are constant for all brands: easy to prepare, easy to store, and fairly low cost per serving. The other five differences, alignable or nonalignable, for each brand are the same as in Table 1 . One fixed order of randomly mixed-up attributes was used for all brands. Note. Commonalities are constant for all brands: fairly low level of sodium, easy to prepare, easy to store, fairly low cost per serving, 0.5 g of protein, and, waterproof wrapping. One fixed order of randomly mixed attributes was used for all brands. three commonalities and six differences (nonalignable differences for the reduced-ease and alignable differences for the baseline-ease). The enhanced-ease set had brands with six commonalities and three alignable differences.
Pretesting confirmed that the three brands in each of the three sets were relatively equal in terms of brand desirability: the reduced-ease nonalignable set (A ϭ 6.58, B ϭ 6.58, C ϭ 6.70), F Ͻ 1; the baseline-ease alignable set (A ϭ 6.96, B ϭ 7.0, C ϭ 6.90), F Ͻ 1; and the enhanced-ease alignable set (A ϭ 6.01, B ϭ 6.10, C ϭ 6.34), F Ͻ 1.
Design. The experimental design took the form of a between-subjects partial factorial design, 2 (Difference Type: alignable difference, nonalignable difference) ϫ 2 (Availability: all options available, one option not available) ϫ 2 (Number of Commonalities: three commonalities, six commonalities). The first two factors are exactly the same as those in Experiment 1 and yield four conditions that contain options with three commonalities: reduced-ease nonalignable/one option unavailable or all options available, baseline-ease alignable/one option unavailable or all options available. The third factor generates the enhanced-ease set conditions that have six commonalities in option descriptions: enhanced-ease/one option unavailable or all options available. There are six conditions in total.
Procedure. The procedure followed was identical to that used in Experiment 1. Participants received the same instructions, were exposed to the stimulus brands, made a choice, and then answered the choice-process satisfaction questions. Half of the participants had all of the options available for choice, while the remaining half of the sample had a "tag" which read "Sold Out" pasted over the heading of Brand C.
Results
As in Experiment 1, a choice-process satisfaction index was created by averaging the items (Cronbach's ␣ ϭ 0.79). Mean satisfaction ratings across the six conditions ranged from a low of 4.92 to a high of 7.04. See Fig. 3 for a summary of the cell means. Choice share data were almost equally distributed among the brands for each condition, similar to those in Experiment 1 (nonalignable/C unavailable: A ϭ 50%, B ϭ 50%; nonalignable/all options available: A ϭ 38.9%, B ϭ 22.2%, C ϭ 38.9%; alignable/C unavailable: A ϭ 47.1%, B ϭ 52.9%; alignable/all options available: A ϭ 33.3%, B ϭ 33.3%, C ϭ 33.3%; enhanced alignable/C unavailable: A ϭ 48.89, B ϭ 51.1%; enhanced alignable/ all options available: A ϭ 27.65%, B ϭ 35.2%, C ϭ 36.2%).
A 2 ϫ 2 ϫ 2 partial factorial analysis of variance (ANOVA) was conducted on levels of choice-process satisfaction for participants (Box & Hunter, 1978 ). The overall model was significant, F(5, 99) ϭ 3.83, p Ͻ .01, as was the main effect of availability, F(1, 99) ϭ 6.62, p Ͻ .001, and the main effect of number of commonalities, F ϭ 3.74, p Ͻ .05. The main effect of availability suggests that the presence of an unavailable brand led to lower levels of satisfaction than when all options were available. The main effect of the number of commonalities suggests that participants who were exposed to the enhanced-ease alignable set had overall higher levels of satisfaction than those who were given the baseline-ease alignable set and reduced-ease nonalignable set. This finding is   FIG. 3 . Choice-process satisfaction as a function of attribute alignability, option limitation, and ease of comparison. Common to each set of options in reduced-ease and baseline-ease are three commonalities and six differences. Common to each set of options in enhanced-ease are six commonalities and three differences. important, as it confirms our prediction that enhancing ease of comparison should increase overall level of satisfaction with the choice process.
Furthermore, the two-way interaction between availability and difference type was significant, F(1, 99) ϭ 4.21, p Ͻ .05, replicating the results of Experiment 1. Under both the baseline-ease alignable and enhanced-ease alignable conditions, a significant decrease in participants' choice-process satisfaction due to "Brand C unavailable" was observed relative to "all options available": M ϭ 4.92 vs 6.31, F(1, 99) ϭ 3.63, p ϭ .05, and M ϭ 5.70 vs M ϭ 7.04, F(1, 99) ϭ 5.29, p Ͻ .05. However, under the reduced-ease nonalignable set condition, as expected, no such difference in satisfaction was observed for those who were given an unavailable option (M ϭ 5.49) versus those who were not (M ϭ 5.27), F Ͻ 1. Consistent with our predictions, these results clearly show that feature alignability moderates people's choice-process satisfaction when an option from an equally attractive choice set was limited.
A separate follow-up 2 ϫ 2 analysis of variance was conducted to further corroborate the findings. For participants in the reduced-ease nonalignable and the baseline-ease alignable conditions, the 2 (difference type) ϫ 2 (availability) model yielded a significant interaction effect between difference type and availability, F(1, 66) ϭ 3.97, p Ͻ .05, similar to the result obtained in Experiment 1. Pooling across the baseline-ease alignable condition and the enhanced-ease alignable condition, the 2 (number of commonalities) ϫ 2 (availability) model revealed a significant main effect of availability, F(1, 67) ϭ 11.76, p Ͻ .001, as expected. More important, the model also revealed a significant main effect of number of commonalities, F(1, 67) ϭ 3.67, p ϭ .05. As we predicted, participants expressed higher levels of satisfaction in the enhanced-ease condition than in the baseline-ease condition. No other effects were significant.
Discussion
In this experiment, we observed a contrast between all options available vs option limitation for the baseline-ease condition as well as the enhanced-ease condition but not the reduced-ease condition. More important, we observed the expected overall increase of satisfaction in the enhanced-ease condition relative to the baseline-ease condition. These results suggest that ease of comparison via alignable differences (between the alignable and nonalignable sets) as well as via commonalities (between the baseline-ease alignable and enhanced-ease alignable sets) facilitates feature processing and increases satisfaction with the decision process.
The contrast between all options available vs option limitation in the enhanced-ease condition was approximately the same as that in the baseline-ease condition, though one might expect a larger contrast for the former condition because of the enhancement in the ease of comparison. It seems reasonable to suggest that the magnitude of any decrease in satisfaction due to option limitation is dependent upon ease of comparison as well as perceived amount of information. Perhaps the ease of comparison through commonalities does not necessarily contribute as much perceived option information as does the ease of comparison through alignable differences. Thus, the contrast between option availability vs option limitation for our enhanced-ease conditions was not larger than for the baseline-ease condition.
Experiments 2 and 3 together show that participants have the subjective experience that they are attending to a greater amount of information relevant for decision making in the alignable condition than in the nonalignable condition. When people (in the alignable condition) are more aware that they are processing a greater amount of information that appears relevant for decision making, they may feel that they are capable of judging the options. Thus, having one of the options limited makes them feel less satisfied about the decision than people (in the nonalignable condition) who are less aware that there is much decision-relevant information to begin with for judgment. As suggested earlier, processing of nonalignable differences is likely to be less complete, because they are difficult to process and are less attended to, relative to alignable differences.
Our results and analysis suggest that feature alignability and ease of comparison facilitate attribute information processing, which makes people more aware of the amount of attribute information available of all options. In particular, we have shown that nonalignable differences are not conducive to the processing of or the awareness of attribute information of options. According to this view, when participants' ability to process nonalignable differences is increased, they could be made more aware of the information of all options. As a result, we should observe a similar pattern of choice-process satisfaction to that found with alignable-difference options. Experiment 4 is conducted to test this prediction.
EXPERIMENT 4
In Experiment 4, we use the same set of nonalignable-difference options as in Experiment 1 plus two additional nonalignable difference options, as shown in Table 3 . We manipulate the level of ability to process the information by requiring (vs not requiring) the participants to first pick three options out of a set of five. The five options are constructed based on a pretest such that after a fair amount of relatively intensive comparison and processing participants will be able to select brands A, B, and C and eliminate brands D and E. We assume that this consideration formation process will have forced the participants to process and use nonalignable differences for decision making. After the consideration set is formed, participants will be exposed to the unavailability of an option (vs all options are available) manipulation. We expect that the participants who are given the consideration formation manipulation should yield a higher level of choice-process satisfaction, and exhibit a significant decrease in satisfaction when a choice option is limited relative to when all options are available.
Method
Subjects. Fifty-eight undergraduate students from UCLA participated in exchange for a payment of $5. As before, they reported to a classroom and were randomly assigned to the conditions. Stimuli. Five brands were constructed for this experiment. All five brands had nine attributes (four commonalities and five nonalignable differences). Three of the five brands were identical to those nonalignable-difference options used in Experiment 1. The two additional brands had nonalignable differences that were judged to be less desirable than those of the other three brands. The relationship in terms of desirability among the five brands was designed to match the pattern of A ϭ B ϭ C Ͻ D ϭ E (A ϭ 5.93, B ϭ 5.89, C ϭ 6.12, D ϭ 4.95, E ϭ 4.80, on a 9-point scale). Attribute descriptions are provided in Table 3 . This pattern was chosen because we wanted participants to form a consideration set of A, B, and C and make their selections from the set of the three original equally liked brands as in Experiment 1. Again, presentation of the brands from left to right was counterbalanced between subjects.
Design. Experiment 4 follows a 2 (Availability: all options available, one option not available) ϫ 2 (Consideration Set Formation: required, not required) between-subjects design.
Procedure. The procedure followed was similar to that followed in Experiments 1 and 3. Participants received the same instructions and were presented with the five brand stimuli. Half of the subjects were asked to examine the attribute descriptions and indicate which three of the five brands they would be most likely to consider choosing by circling the brands. The other half was told to examine the attribute descriptions and decide which brand they would consider choosing. On the next page, all participants were presented with a notice and an "availability table" (which indicated which brands were currently available by having the term "available" or "not available" beside the brand). Participants were then asked to make a choice of popcorn, and to answer a set of questions regarding their satisfaction with the decision process.
Results and Discussion
As in previous experiments, a choice-process satisfaction index was created (Cronbach's ␣ ϭ 0.82). As shown in Fig. 4 , the average satisfaction across conditions ranged from a low of 5.84 (for participants who received an unavailability announcement but were not asked to form and report a consideration set) to a high of 7.51 (for participants who were asked to form and report a consideration set and did not receive the unavailability announcement). All participants in the consideration set formation condition circled Brands A, B, and C as their set. The choice share data for the brands in each condition did not show unusual outcomes that could contribute possible different satisfaction outcomes (Not-Required/C unavailable: A ϭ 53.3%, B ϭ 46.7%; Not-Required/ all options available: A ϭ 38.5%, B ϭ 23.1%, C ϭ 38.5%; Required/C unavailable: A ϭ 46.7%, B ϭ 53.3%; Required/all options available: A ϭ 40%, B ϭ 26.7%, C ϭ 33.3%). Note that participants included for analysis in the nonconsideration formation condition were those who picked one of A, B, or C as their choice (two participants who chose options D and E were not included in these analyses).
A 2 ϫ 2 ANOVA was performed on the choice-process satisfaction scores, yielding a significant overall model, F(3, 54) ϭ 6.13, p Ͻ .01, a main effect of availability, F(1, 54) ϭ 6.28, p Ͻ .05, and a main effect of consideration set formation, F(1, 54) ϭ 7.84, p Ͻ .01. The main effect of availability showed significantly lower levels of satisfaction for participants who had their choice sets restricted by receiving an unavailable option. The main effect of consideration set formation suggested that participants who were required to form a consideration set had significantly higher levels of choice-process satisfaction than did those not required to form a consideration set. These results confirmed our prediction.
Moreover, the two-way interaction was significant, F(1, 54) ϭ 4.27, p Ͻ .05. As predicted, for the condition in which participants were not required to form a consideration set, we found no reliable difference in choice-process satisfaction   FIG. 4 . Choice-process satisfaction as a function of consideration set formation and option limitation.
between those receiving an unavailable option versus those for whom all options were available for choice (M ϭ 5.87 vs M ϭ 5.94), F(1, 54) Ͻ 1. This result replicated the findings of the previous experiments for the nonalignable difference set of options. More importantly, a planned contrast of conditions in which participants were required to form a consideration set found a significant difference in satisfaction. Participants who were shown an unavailable option had lower satisfaction ratings than those for whom all options were available (M ϭ 6.12 vs M ϭ 7.51), F(1, 54) ϭ 10.02, p Ͻ .01.
These results clearly suggest that requiring participants to form and report a subset of options that they would consider choosing made the participants increase feature processing. The fact that all participants select A, B, and C, which are better options than D and E, in their formed consideration set is a clear indication that a fair amount of processing and judgment has been performed on the attribute information. When people are made more aware of the information about the options and use the information in consideration set formation, having one of the considered brands limited will make them feel less satisfied about the decision process than if they have all options available for decision.
GENERAL DISCUSSION
The experiments were designed to examine the determinants of people's satisfaction with the choice process, particularly option information (feature alignability, ease of comparison, and perceived amount of information) and option limitation. Consistent with research on similarity and comparison (e.g., Houston et al., 1989 Houston et al., , 1991 Medin, Goldstone, & Markman, 1995; Sanbonmatsu et al., 1991) , we hypothesized that the nature of the difference features may have differential impact on the perceived ease of attribute comparison and amount of information of options that is relevant for choice and therefore may make people have differential experience with the choice process when one of the equally attractive choice options becomes unavailable.
In Experiment 1, we found that participants' satisfaction with choice process was significantly higher when the equally attractive options were described by alignable differences than when they were described by nonalignable differences. Furthermore, when participants were exposed to a set of equally attractive options that had alignable differences, their satisfaction ratings decreased significantly from when all options were available to when one option was made unavailable. However, in choice sets that had nonalignable differences among the options, choice-process satisfaction was low overall regardless of whether an option was made unavailable or not.
As an explanation for the underlying process, in Experiment 2 we demonstrated that people were more likely to perceive greater ease of comparison and more information of options as relevant for choice when presented with alignable-difference options than when presented with nonalignable-difference options. Having some of that information psychologically unavailable for a decision would decrease people's satisfaction with the choice process relative to having all the options available, more for the alignable-difference options than for the nonalignable-difference options. Processing of nonalignable differences is likely to be less complete, because they are difficult to compare and process, and hence less attended to. Consequently, people perceive a lower amount of useful or relevant information for choice and may feel incapable of making judgments with the information. Making unavailable some of the information that is perceived to be not very useful versus not making it unavailable, therefore, does not make much of difference. Experiment 3 replicated the findings of Experiment 1 and further showed that enhanced ease of comparison through the use of fewer difference features and more common features increased the overall level of choice-process satisfaction.
To further corroborate the proposed process, we conducted Experiment 4 to present parallel results supporting the explanation that a process conducive to feature processing and awareness of amount of information of all options will enhance choice-process satisfaction. When participants' ability to process nonalignable-difference features is increased through being required to form a subset of options for consideration, participants expressed higher levels of satisfaction with the choice process. Moreover, these participants expressed less satisfaction with the process when an option became unavailable relative to when all options were available, whereas those whose processing ability was not increased exhibited no such difference in choice-process satisfaction.
Many decision-making environments involve comparison of options. Some of the options have alignable aspects of information, while others list only aspects that are unique to each option. The data from our studies suggest that participants' affective response toward the choice process is related to how the options are represented. Past research has examined the impact of prechoice conflict due to valence of features on satisfaction with the outcome (Houston et al., 1991) , but not on satisfaction with the decision process per se. In an exploratory study of satisfaction with the decision process, Westbrook et al. (1978) identified a number of potential influences, one of the more important of which was breadth and availability of choice options. The current research focused specifically on participants' satisfaction with the process of decision making. Prior to this research, little was known about participants' affective reactions or feelings toward the choice process in the context of feature comparison and option limitation. Our results suggest that participants may have different subjective experiences with the ease of comparison and perceived amount of information relevant for choice, depending on which type of difference features are present. Because of these differences, people's choice-process satisfaction is higher when options are described with alignable differences and processed easily and completely. These findings are an important addition to our knowledge that difference features that are comparable are, relative to noncomparable difference features, weighted more heavily in preference formation and used more often in justifications of decision-making behavior (Markman & Slovic & MacPhillamy, 1974; Zhang & Markman, 1998) .
Additionally, these findings suggest the potential for a broad model of the antecedents of choice-process satisfaction that perhaps includes not only sufficiency and quality of information that is expected by the decision maker (Spreng, MacKenzie, & Olshavsky, 1996; Westbrook et al., 1978) and option limitation (Fitzsimons, 1998) , but also perceived ease of making comparisons and the perceived amount of information relevant for choice. Perceived ease of comparison is manipulated mainly through feature alignability on multiple attribute dimensions. Although our studies indicate that ease of comparison facilitates perceived amount of information, the interaction between these variables can be complex. For example, an increase in ease of comparison may not be accompanied by a similar increase in the perceived amount of information if only two as opposed to six attribute dimensions are described. In the case of two, ease of comparison will be high, whereas the amount of information may be low. Future development of a model of decision-process satisfaction should examine these interactions in detail.
Finally, the present research may have implications for choice decision research. In choice studies, one typically examines participants' response to a pair of options that are both described on a set of common dimensions, not on a set of unique features (see exception of Houston et al., 1989) . Take, for example, the subject of deferred decision making. People are more likely to defer decision when the choice between X and Y is difficult (e.g., when the alternatives are about equally attractive but not identical) than when the choice is easy (e.g., when X dominates Y) (e.g., Tversky & Shafir, 1992) . As suggested by our results, choice may be even more difficult when X and Y are described by a set of unique features. In such a case, participants are more likely to undergo a less satisfying experience when conducting feature comparison due to nonalignable differences of the alternatives in addition to decisions between alternatives that are relatively similar in attractiveness. Deferred decision should be more likely to happen, and people should be more resolute about the deferred decision, when choice options have nonalignable features rather than alignable features (Zhang & Sood, 1999) . When the choice-process results in satisfaction (through ease of comparison and perceived sufficient amount of information), it will provide an environment that is more likely to foster a decision-seeking attitude; on the other hand, unsatisfactory experience will evoke decision aversion (see Beattie, Baron, Hershey, & Spranca, 1994 , on decision attitudes).
In conclusion, people's experience and satisfaction with the choice process can be influenced by both information about the options in a choice set and option limitation. Information that is alignable (vs nonalignable), easier to process, and perceived to offer a greater amount of information for decision making increases satisfaction. Alignable information, in particular, facilitates ease of comparison and improves the subjective experience with the perception of more relevant information for decision making. Thus, having a choice option unavailable (vs all options available) has a bigger impact on people's satisfaction with the choice process for alignable choice sets than for nonalignable choice sets.
